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tion to the telling of a story, providing an account, or describing an 

event. Other associated terms refer to the act of narrating, the art or 
technique of narration, a person (or indirectly a work) discharging the 
function of a narrator. The established etymological connections lead to the | 
process of knowing, especially the particulars of an event or an act. It has. 
been noted that as an artistic/literary strategy, narrative was not unambi- 
guously recognized till the late 18th century in the English lexical tradition. 

The Indian terminological response offers, generally speaking, a varied 
picture. For example varna (to describe), kathd (to tell), akhyd (to relate), 
etc. are in circulation. Narrations have developed into kirtana, kathana, 
vamana, akhydna, nivedana and other processes which in turn provide 
forms such as katha, akhydna, upakhyana, akhyayika, vrittanta, charitra, 
katha prabandha, itihdsa, etc. The processes have their own respective 
specialized performing agencies. In this connection kathak, kirtanakar, etc. 
would come to mind. 

In fact it needs to be admitted that the moment narrative takes an 
aesthetic step it moves away from its core meaning and its concern with’ 
sequence, factuality and particulars. The aesthetic benefits accrue because 
the narrative borrows/assimilates time-manipulation and ambiguity from 
music, character creation and role depiction from drama. Statement cat 
turn into narration, narration into dialogue, felt and specific emotion into 
evocative mood because of the initial movement away from pure language 
use. In other words, a combining of narrative and performing arts shifts and 
lifts the problem to an aesthetic plane where two arts and not two activities 
are engaged in competition, if not locked in combat. Interrelationship of 
arts also involves problems of their classification which finally leads to the 
most fundamental parallelogram of forces that govern creation, com- 
munication and reception of aesthetic endeavours. The forces in operation 
are 1n two pairs: verbal-non-verbal and audio-visual. In multi-art manifesta-- 


C ommonsense definitions of narrative and related terms draw atten- 
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tions sensibilities of the artists, potencies of the communicative systems, 
and sensitivities of the receivers are fully tested. 

Against this background is to be examined the role of the performing arts 
vis-a-vis narrative as the latter unfolds its wide spectrum (brought out by the 
terminological cluster and the performing agencies associated with it). 
Instances of dramatized, choreographed and musicalized narratives may be 
analyzed to determine the nature and outcome of the interrelationship 
between narrative, an intrinsically literary phenomenon, and its appearance 
in combination with one or many of the performing arts. To facilitate the 
discussion I prefer to concentrate on three narrative forms from Maharash- 
tra which are music—, drama- and dance-oriented respectively. The 
strategy followed in respect of the forms is to rely on performance’ to 
abstract the operative structuring principles and to combine with the 
perceptions thus obtained those insights gathered from musicological 
terminology. To rely on the performing as distinct from the scholastic 
tradition does not mean that the latter is regarded irrelevant. However it is 
helpful to note the inevitable time-lag between performance and the 
associated/accompanying scholastic model. Items such as distribution of the 
performing set, instrumentation and vocalization details, melodic contours 
and rhythmic patterns, the scope allowed to character creation, the range of 
ee and the nature of audience participation need to be examined 
closely. 


Powada: A Music-oriented Narrative 
The themes of Powada are usually conducive to: 


Description of heroic deeds; 

Eulogy to a hero figure; 

- Description of a cataclysmic event; 
Description of a memorable event; 

Imparting a didactic message through a story. 


YPOUNE 


Themes in Powada.compositions are obviously amenable to the narrative 
mode. Descriptions as well as dialogues have a place in the scheme of 
things. Both highly Sanskritized and less Sanskritized compositions are 
heard. Narratives in Powada pick up pace quite early, a point which 
assumes importance in the analysis of its construction. It has also been 
Pointed out that from the 300-odd extant compositions, seven belong to the 
Period 1680—1749, about 150 are from the period 17131819, and the rest 
from later years. Powadas have been composed in modem times and are 
being composed even today, but there has been no major deviation from 
the format crystallized in the traditional corpus. 
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Structure and Rendering 

The first noticeable feature is the prose character of the versification 
Further, the use of end-rhymes, reliance on assonance and alliteration 
fairly lengthy stanzas with a regular recurrence of sections in change 
metres are also marked. Insertion of a musical refrain consisting of th 
meaningless syllables ‘ji,ji,ji,ji’ is functionally important. The metre 
employed are conducive to a fast movement in presentation. 

In its rendering, Powada impresses as a solo expression. Voca 
accompaniment is mainly confined to the high-pitched singing of th 
musical refrain and to the repetition of lines if and when the soloist desires 
Naman (invocation), verse, prose narration, musical refrain (jheel) 
changed metre (called chaf), the connecting stanza (milavani) an 
identification of the poet (mudra) can be enumerated as the main structure 
features clearly reflected in the compositions. 

The narration is done in the third person and the performers rarel! 
assume roles. However, according to V.K. Rajwade, in the early period o 
the form performers used to assume roles. He categorized Powada as: 
shravya as well as drishya kind of poetry, thus moving it closer t 
dramatization. 

Other notable features of the rendering are: 


1. The intention to have an outdoor performance; 
2. The heterogenity of the audience; 

3. The standing position of the performers; 

4. The soloist’s role as a poet-composer. 


Melodic and Rhythmic Settings 

1. The melodic frameworks are simple and repetitive. Mostly they explor 
the middle and higher octave ranges. 

2. There is no elaboration of musical ideas which in themselves are close! 
constructed and forcefully articulated. Emphases and not subtle effec 
are the prime avenués of music-making. 

3. There are musical flourishes but embellishments are far and few. 

4. Rhythm-wise, ardha-talas rather than talas are noticed. Melod 
frameworks do not even suggest ragas. [ 

5. Musical tempi range from fast to faster. All tempi serve the purpose ¢ 
providing firm time-frames to the text. These time-frames do not in al” 
way try to create spaces for a display of rhythmic virtuosity, etc. On mo 
of the occasions the rhythms and the tempi provide a musical underlinia 
to the textual messages. 
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The Utterance 

In view of the nature of the content it is not surprising that the aim is to 
create attitudes than relating facts. Forceful utterance is viewed with favour 
to exhort the listeners. An unrestricted mixing of the voiceless fricative ‘h’ 
in the utterance is therefore easily understandable. The outdoor performing 
conditions also necessitate throw of voice: Due to the tempi and the 
instrumentation, utterance in Powada is felt to be highly stressful. The 
words are nearly pounded into the listeners’ ears. The combined effect is of 
great vigour, verve and valour. The reasons why only males have performed 
Powada are clearly and closely bound with the performing conditions, 
utterance being one of them. 


The Instrumentation 

Tuntune and Daph are the main instruments. Tuntune has one string 
which is tuned in a high pitch. More importantly, it is plucked in rhythm and 
thus ends up by accentuating the rhythmic pulse. Daph is not particularly 
tuned but has to sound high enough to the satisfaction of the player. A very 
Pronounced rhythmic pattern emerges to help organizing the verse and 
shaping the utterance. Both the instruments do not leave behind any tonal 
shadows and hence the rhythmic units are well defined. The instruments 
create a pulsating and discontinuous though controlled progression. 


The Performing Set 

The all-male performing set consists of one soloist (who is also the 
Poet-composer), two vocal and one rhythm accompanists. The soloist sets 
the tone and leads. The group stands and performs with the audience in 
front. The soloist may move forward/backward aggressively and may 
introduce a crouching movement to enhance the effect. Facial and 
eye-gestures are not very pronounced or important in the communication 
Process. In fact the accompanists are often notable for their passive faces, 
merely indicating the strained facial distortions traceable to the high- 
Pitched singing! 


The Improvisatory Element 

Significantly (and logically in view of the musical format) improvization is 
more or less confined to the textual content. It is helpful to note items which 
Temain constant and those which allow change. 


1. In the best traditions of epic poetry, descriptions of battlescenes, 
deathscenes, coronation ceremonies and the like tend to be stock and 
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hence interchangeable. To an extent these constitute the changeable 
items. 

2. Eulogistic descriptions enjoy a similar mobility. 

3. Mudra—the poet-composer’s name—as well as the naman (invocation), 
the portion including names of deities, gurus, etc. obviously remain 
constant. 

. The patron’s name is obviously a changeable feature. 

. The prose descriptions, being less tightly structured, are prone to 
change. However the ways in which the prose passages are composed 
remain unaltered because of their obvious and immediate relationship 
with the total performance format. 

It is fair to conclude that Powada is one of the most literature-oriented of 
the musicalized narratives. On the one hand it represents a movement away 
from undiluted prose and yet it is only slightly more than a verse in tune. 
Powada music is of a monochrome variety. The narrative, i.e. literary 
restraints, do not allow movements with a dance potential. In the prevailing 
form Powada also lacks the capacity to create characters. To use T.S. 
Eliot’s formulation, it does not have an in-built provision for the third voice 
in poetry. What then is the contribution of music as a performing art to its 
narrative duties? At this stage I would like to mention two concepts to be 
discussed later: parallel structure and creative ambiguity. 


ap 


Drama-oriented Narrative 

The form which should engage our attention in the category of the 
drama-oriented narrative is Naradiya Kirtana. It is one of the seven types of 
Kirtana traditions Maharashtra has enjoyed. The present performing 
format is the result of a long evolution which owes a great deal to the bhakti 
cults and the fascinating interplay they had with other religious doctrines. 
Key terms to be adequately understood for a useful analysis of Naradiya 
Kirtana are: gadi, yajman, bidagi, poorvarang, mulapada, uttarrang, 
akhyan, rang, arati. Some of the terms are more immediately connected 
with performance while the others throw light on the cultural setting 
associated with the musico-dramatic form. 

The total performance is divided into two halves, namely, purvarang 
(first half) and uttarrang (the latter half). The first is devoted to a 
musico-philosophical discourse. A theme with a religio-philosophical_ 
import is selected by the.artiste to fit his equipment and temperament as 
well as to meet the demands of the patron or occasion if required. This text 
is elaborated with the help of references, quotations from supporting 
authorities or works. Music is kept to the minimum even though no 
strategies are spared in making the presentation interesting. This needs 
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special mention because the totality of oral tradition in India has taken care 
to allocate specialized forms and agencies for communicating content of the 
required depth and intensity. For example pravachana (as a form) is also 
devoted to expositions of religio-philosophical themes but the form eschews 
music or any other arts. While pravachana is expected to be informative, 
provocative and philosophically dense, Kirtana is assumed to be didactic, 
entertaining, and full of general appeal. Having elaborated the text to a 
measure the Kirtana artiste rounds off the first half with a musical interlude 
in which he takes the liberty of singing, i.e. dwelling and elaborations on 
musical ideas with the help of suitable musical forms. This brief but 
qualitatively different section stands out on account of its aim at undiluted 
musicality. 

It is in the uttarrang that the dramatic aspect of the narrative comes to the 
forefront. The artiste now selects a legend/myth, etc. (akhyan as it is called) 
preferably from mythology/legendary history, which can be used as an 
exemplar of the text considered in the first half. Use of music is more 
abundant and in some traditions even dance has a scope. Gestures, facial 
expressions, body movements (to an extent), speech and tone variations 
and such other channels are so extensively employed that it can be said that 
except aharya, all the types of abhinaya discussed by Bharata are well 
represented. Of essence is the fact that the artiste creates and assumes roles 
with the third-person narrative being used as a jumping-board to effect the 
changes. Improvization has adequate scope and so has the live contact! 
interaction with the heterogeneous but receptive audience. Many a times 
the performance may appear to be directed at the patron—the yajman— 
but generally speaking his presence merely provides an excuse for the 
artiste to fly into higher reaches of eloquence, wit, imaginative narrations 
and evocative utterance and win over the audience. In spite of all the twists 
and turns of the well-told story, the artiste never overlooks to remind the 
audience of the message he has propounded in the first half—the ‘original 
Statement’ (mula pada). It is skilfully interwoven, interspersed and 
contextually emphasized as a theme in a well-constructed plot should be! At 
the end a prayer is offered to the artiste’s guru, family god, and the patron’s 
god, etc. Members of the audience take part in this drati, bow down to the 
artiste who is obviously taken to represent the sage Narada and his Seat 
(gadi), and put money in the plate taken around. The patron pays the bidagi 
(remuneration) afterwards—but that too is described as an offering. A 
Successful Kirtana is described as if it were a music concert or a dramatic 
Performance! As I have said elsewhere, it is the rang theory and not-rasa 
theory which is intrinsically relevant to Indian performing arts, of which 

ana, as a one-man show, is a fair representative. 
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It is interesting to note that a similar kind of story-telling minus music, 
movement, gesture, etc. has.a specialized form allocated to it. Such a from 
is known as Purana. 

Against this backdrop a question crops up once more: Why has the 
story-telling been combined with the musico-dramatic, didactic, indoor and 
semi-ritualistic presentation? No form can originate, evolve and develop 
into a complex format unless it has the capacity to meet definite aesthetic 
and socio-cultural demands. Is it that the strategy and art of narrative, 
operative in a setting provided by a comprehensive oral tradition, needs 
performing arts to realize its aim? In the case of Powada it was noted that 
raising of parallel structures and generation of creative ambiguity was the 
essential contribution of the performing arts to the narrative. 

One may single out character creation as the special contribution of 
Kirtana. As Indian theoreticians have often mentioned, one basic human 
need is to be many in spite of being one. If a well-mounted dramatic 
presentation is a complete realization of that urge, Kirtana appears to be a 
beginning of that fulfilment. It is not surprising that the modern Marathi 
drama of the late 19th or even its earlier versions drew so heavily on the 
Kirtana tradition. The semi-ritualistic and rather secular thrust is also to be 
mentioned. The Kirtana tradition is accommodative enough to allow a 
liberalized and common view of gods. In Kirtana gods and goddesses vie 
with each other to be more human than the humans. They are full of human 
frailties and aspirations. Till the last turn of the plot members of the 
pantheon continue their ‘humanized divine’ functioning and only the final 
intervention of the ‘supernatural’ element distinguishes them from ordinary 
humans. The point is that these totality of circumstances is ideal to create 
characters and roles which in organically constituted plots soon acquire a 
life and will of their own, thus taking the highway to the dramatic 
dreamland. It is interesting to note that performing arts and especially 
drama (with its variations and sub-genres) thrives wherever the avatar 
concept is explored because the concept is an open invitation to the 
fascinating exercise of crystallizing ideas into concrete, dynamic agents of 
action. 


Dance-oriented Narratives 

The best candidate for a dance-oriented narrative is perhaps the form 
known as Jagran. 

In a ritualistic presentation for Khandoba (a sublimated folk deity), a 
group of about three/four performers sing songs of Khandoba and dance to 
the accompaniment of the Dimdi (a small rim drum), Tuntune (a 
one-stringed, plucked drone-cum-rhythm instrument), and tinkling bells 
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held by the female dancer-devotee called Murali. The male accompanists 
are known as Vaghya. 

Among other ritualistic features the main strand is the verse-cum-prose 
narrative of the story which includes the usual mythological attractions such 
as descriptions of miracles, passages bridging the gaps between the sacred 
and the profane, touching references to the plight of the downtrodden and 
the underprivileged, humour bordering on horseplay, and finally the 
curious mixture of didacticism, amoral realism, symbolism and metaphy- 
sics. Added to it is the dance of the eustomarily well-dressed Murali. The 
dance clearly moves nearer to art, though the patterns, movements and 
gestures are extremely limited in variety and scope. The point is that the 
singing, though high-pitched and fast-paced as in Powada, is seen to be 
interrupted to make way for the dance-oriented movements, often at the 
least expected moments and places. Further, the dance movements, when 
introduced, do not maintain any correspondence with the message of the 
song. On most occasions dance movements take place when the chorus 
Sings the refrain in a high pitch and consequently the dance movements 
stand out in relief attracting attention to themselves. Their placement is 
such that a component which is redundant is juxtaposed with it (as no 
information is likely to be passed on by the repetitive chorus). The strategy 
is as it happens in art music: there is an intentional blurring of selected 
aesthetic surfaces. 

In the foregiong analysis it must have been noticed that the forms 
discussed belong to the non-elite ‘folk’ category. At least in India it is 
Preposterous to come to any aesthetic or cultural conclusion if the 
categorical pentad of Indian expression is not taken into consideration. 
Primitive, folk, devotional, art and popular are the five categories which 
should claim our attention because they are not producer-oriented 
categories and represent fundamental moulds of experience which come 
naturally to the Indian mind. Narrative as a mode of expression obviously 
spans all the five categories. Under the circumstances, what are the 
criteria/norms identifiable as effective in the marriage of narrative and 
performing activities? The ideal answer would entail separate and detailed 
discussion of each of the categories. This has not been attempted because 
folk-forms are in themselves packages inevitably bringing together diverse 
Performing expressions and therefore provide a good sampler to sharpen 
the conceptual tools. For all purposes the situation is less complicated in 
Other categories on account of aesthetic as well as socio-cultural factors. For 
example in art music the declared and the operative impulse is artistic by 
intention, the receiver is inclined to concentrate on the audio and the 
non-verbal. Moreover, the attitude (of all concerned) towards temporality 
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undergoes a radical change in art music. The cumulative result is to deny 
value to chronology and sequence and appreciate the irrational and the 
simultaneous. This can obviously be a hindrance to narrative (unless it is 
specially composed). In other words, narrative may begin its career in art 
music with so many handicaps that the race becomes meaningless. 

It is significant that art music can have a recognizable narrative only when 
it has drama as its partner in the joint venture. Art music combined with 
drama (opera as the combination is loosely called) handles narrative but the 
principles of parallel structure and creative ambiguity play the dominant 
role once again. -- 

The story is not different with other categories. For example the 
devotional category has all types of Jilas (Ramlila, Raslila) that are veritable 
packages of narrative and performing arts. Presentations based on the 
dashavatari (ten reincarnations) also demand similar consideration. Primi- 
tive funerals and related rituals are other instances where narrative is a 
necessary component. Even the popular category is full of forms combining 
narrative and performing art. In accordance with the nature of the category, 
popular presentations may respond to the temporary and the fashionable. 
However, very often their mixes are better organized or produced with 
polish. This includes narratives which are more catchy. In other words, a 
category-wise examination would be a challenging proposition. Q- 


